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careening 


Author's Notes: 
For lillianastras on tumblr, who requested Bruce/Paul a long, long time ago. 


we measure our gains out in luck and coincidence 
lanterns to turn back the night 
and put our defeats down to chance or experience 


and try once again for the light -al stewart, "a man for all seasons" 
"What do you mean, you're not coming?" 


Bruce looked at Eric, who shook his head dully, but didn't say a word. As soon as Paul's back was turned, he 


ran his finger in front of his neck. Bruce nodded. 


"We can't just cancel for today. We paid for the studio space already. We-| don't fucking care, Gene. | don't. No. 
You're not-you're not listening to me." An exhale. Paul had the phone cord wrapped around his fist, was pacing 


back and forth. "The hell does that matter? You still think you're gonna be some big star?" 


Bruce had thought things were improving between them. That long break after the last tour should've done 
them some good. He'd mentioned it to Eric a few months back, after a shoot. Eric, weirdly cynical, had just 


shrugged. 


"Gene wants to get a finger in a bunch of pies at once." He'd looked off somewhere, past Bruce and past the 
room itself, not really wistful, and not really condemning, and took a swig of water. "Paul doesn't like taking 
chances. Which is kinda funny, | mean, music's such a. . . such a big risk in the first place. But | guess it's the 


only chance he ever took" 
"What about you?" Bruce had asked, and Eric had laughed, a little. 


"Well, my chance didn't get me there half as fast, but maybe Im better off for it" He'd paused, pulling 
something out of his hair. A rhinestone that must've fallen off his outfit during the photoshoot earlier. He 
squinted at it, then he flicked it to the floor. "I don't want anything bigger than | have. The fame bit, the 
glamor bit... its crap, Bruce, you know it, | know it-but they-they don't know it. And they're not gonna ever 
figure it out" 


It was a hell of a thing to say while drinking a bottle of Evian It was also a hell of thing to tell a guy who'd 
known both of them, in the periphery, before KISS was even a band. But Bruce knew Eric was sincere. He 
couldn't help himself. That it-factor, star power, whatever, that could spin pretense into reality for two hours 
at a time-it wasn't in Eric any more than it was in Bruce. And that was fine, that was fine, except that it 
meant they never had any leverage. It forced them both into hours spent sitting through Paul and Gene's 
arguments, paid to spectate, paid to shut up and do their jobs. Like right now. 


Paul was in particularly bitter form this afternoon, Queens accent getting stronger with every sentence. Bruce 
could picture Gene on the other line, unemotional at first, all-business, gradually devolving into defensive 


protests as Paul kept on 


"Oh, don't start. Don't start. | don't wanna hear it. Personal? No, it's not personal, it's just my fucking livelihood 
and our fucking band-why the hell would | be upset? Yeah. Yeah, why the hell not. You didn't even write the 
shit you mailed in-" and Paul cut himself off. Bruce could feel his gaze on him. It made him stop-despite Eric 


shaking his head earlier, he'd been trying to leave the room. 


Something in Paul's gaze seemed like it faltered. Maybe some residual piece of shame. He took the phone from 


his ear, cupping the receiver in his palm. 


"I'm almost done, Bruce. Don't leave yet." And then, quieter still, without raising the receiver to listen in again, 
he hung up. Not with the slam Bruce had heard at least five times just during their time in this studio. Just 
set it down almost timidly, as if it were a piece of crystal instead of plastic. As if he were giving up. It was 
another few tense seconds before he spoke again. "Three-fourths of the band, that's seventy-five percent. 


That's still a passing grade, right?" 


Eric nodded. Bruce repeated the gesture, added a quick "yeah" that didn't seem to bolster Paul any. Paul still 


managed a faint twitch of a smile. 


"C'mon." 


It wasn't much of a recording session. Paul messed around on the guitar a bit, going back and forth on some 
lyrics. Eric was too enthusiastic on the drum fills, trying to make up for the tension in the studio, still heavy 
as LA. smog in the air. It seemed like it just pissed off Paul further, but for once, he kept all snippy comments 
to himself. 


Bruce just played when he was told, the chords as easy and rote as folding clothes. He knew Paul was looking 
for that sound-that one melody to bring it all back That confidence behind a sure-fire hit. Bruce didn't know 
what that feeling was like, but it must have been something else, or Paul wouldn't still be chasing it ten years 
later. Gold record sales and MTV video rotations didn't matter like Billboard bullets. Proof of success wasn't in 
the tape deck-just in sold-out stadiums and constant radio play. 

And Bruce couldn't kid himself, really. There was no way this album would even get a top-40 single, no matter 
the press or the songs or the guitar work. No amount of effort could court a burnt-out audience. The old 
KISS Army had long since devolved into a bunch of twenty-somethings more interested in the stock market 
than heavy metal. Gene understood that. Paul didn't. 

Paul cut the session about half an hour short. Eric ducked out quickly, just a fluffy mess of curls rushing out 
the door, and after awhile, Bruce found himself nearly alone in the studio, with just Paul standing there, 
watching him pack up his guitar. 

Bruce raised his head, expecting a goodbye and getting a question, sudden and a little edgy, instead. 

"How long've you been in KISS now?" 

He didn't have to think about it. 


"Three years." 


"Three years? Three years and | haven't ever taken you out to dinner. Jesus. Well. We'll fix that." Paul got up, 
putting his own guitar, one of them, back in its case. "| haven't had a bite all day. What do you like, Bruce?" 


‘lm not picky." 
"Then I'll be picky. There's a sushi place a couple miles from here. I'll drive us over." 


And that was it. Ten minutes later, he was in the passenger's seat of Paul's car. Paul fidgeted, stuck in a CD 


(‘the damn things skip as bad as a record, | should've got the tape player"). For all his interview claims of not 
listening to other bands, Bruce knew better. He had Slippery When Wet in there, was tapping his fingers against 
the wheel to the beat. Always on the lookout for a hook to riff off of, or a turn of phrase to peel away. 
Something dirty and distinctive. Emulating the other bands wasn't getting them any airplay, but God, were they 
all trying. 


"They say Mick Jagger's putting out another solo album this year." 
"Yeah?" 


"Yeah." Paul nodded, turning up the volume. He was always doing that. When Bruce had first joined KISS, Gene 
had pulled him to the side one day, told him, quietly, that Paul needed to stand or sit beside him during 
interviews and T.V. appearances. Bruce had thought that was the oddest bit of micromanaging he'd ever heard 
of, telling him where to stand, or where not to stand. It had taken him awhile-probably half that tour-to really 
figure out why. Paul's hearing wasn't great, and it made his nerves worse. Particularly when there was more 
than one interviewer, more than one voice he had to focus on He depended on Gene's oddly gentle conspiracy, 
Gene's automatic willingness to stand next to him and repeat any question for him, to even get out there, as if 


Bruce or Eric couldn't have done the same. 


"If it does well enough, he might cut out." Paul said it almost like a dare. Still on about Jagger. Bruce raised his 


head. 

"Of the Stones? | don't think he would." 

"No, out of the Commodores. Of course the Stones." 

Bruce flinched slightly. He felt Paul's glance on him, brief and almost softer, heard him clear his throat. 
"Sorry. You don't think he'd leave? Why not?" 


"Because he can't. There's the money, but... he couldn't cut out of being one of the Stones, not even if he 


wanted to." 


"You're real naive, Bruce. Its cute." Paul skipped the next song on the CD, then, once he'd surveyed the deck, 
he pushed another button. The CD swapped out with a humming sound, and after a second, Bob Seger came 
rasping through the speakers. Paul went silent then, except for that slight rap of his fingers against the 
steering wheel. 


Bruce didn't push for more conversation. Something mild about the weather, maybe, but that was about it. 
Paul was an oddly adept driver; Bruce had known that beforehand, but being in the car with him cemented it. 
He threaded through the traffic as adroitly as the cabbie he hadn't been in fifteen years. Pulled in to the 


restaurant, a restaurant that didn't look as luxurious as Bruce had expected. 


He knew, three years in, that the flush of fame was more than half a put-on, that pretense was the name of 
the game, but he was still surprised. Paul and Gene kept a tight fist on KISS' image, made sure the Playboy 
playmates and the rented mansions were all the public got a glimpse at. Even tried to keep him and Eric from 
really seeing what was behind the scenes. The money situation, the tour situation, like the two of them couldn't 
count the empty seats from their vantage points onstage. But the put-ons had continued anyway. When they'd 
had sit-down dinners as a band, depending on the area, Paul and Gene would do their best to go somewhere 


classy, somewhere the right people would be. Not someplace like this. 


He was surprised when Paul stepped out ahead of him and opened the restaurant door for him. Less surprised 


at the flash of recognition from the hostess, and the hasty way she led them both to a table. 

"You come here often, Paul?" 

"Im just a good tipper 

They sat down The waitress awkwardly tried to pull back their chairs for them. Bruce cocked his head at that, 
but let her. She passed out the menus, rattling off the evening's specials as if she wasn't used to giving them, 


taking furtive glances at Bruce that Paul didn't seem to notice, handing back the menu after barely looking at 
it. 


"ll have a Long Island iced tea," he said, "and he'll take-Bruce, what do you want?" 

“Coke is fine." 

"Are you sure?" Paul paused. "| probably won't have half of it, if you're worried about my driving" 
TA 

"All right... . Go ahead and start me off on the spicy yellowtail roll, | think" Paul said it so conversationally 
that Bruce thought he was still talking to him and not the waitress, at first. It didnt help that he wasn't quite 


looking her in the face, just turned vaguely in her direction. Antsy. The busboy darted over, passed out their 


glasses of water and a small saucer of lemon slices-Paul must've come down here more than once or twice. 


It felt odd. The whole thing felt a little off-kilter, as if the tenseness from the studio had lingered like a shot 
of novocaine in his system. As if there was something-something everyone else was expecting. Bruce gave the 


waitress a second to scribble the order down before adding his. 
"IIl have a California roll" 
"Damn, you're really breaking the bank here," Paul said dryly. 


"Nah, just kosher." It was the first joke he'd even tried to go for since getting in the car, but Paul seemed to 
appreciate it. Enough to smile. 


| won't tell. In fact, | might have one myself” Paul took one of the lemon slices, squeezing it into his glass of 
water before dropping it in, shoving it down to the bottom with his straw. "Can't get any farther from yeshiva 
than Hollywood, can you?" 

"There's always San Francisco." 

"You're pretty funny when you try, Bruce." Paul sipped at his water. "Did you go?" 

"Go where?" 

"To yeshiva 

Bruce peeled the paper off his straw, shaking his head. 

"Nah. Bob did. | wasn't that interested." 


"Me, either. Hell, | didn't even have my bar mitzvah. How's Bob doing these days?" 


Bob wasn't a topic Bruce expected Paul to broach on his own He blinked, then nodded, answering after a 


swallow of water. 
"He's good. Still touring with Meat Loaf." 
"Good" Paul toyed with his straw. "If... if he gets a break, tell me. I'd like to catch up." 


Bob probably didn't want to catch up. With him, the resentment simmered deep under the surface, probing its 
way up at regular intervals that only Bruce ever had to deal with. Fifteen years of it. Awhile back, Bruce had 
gone on a tour of Mount Kilauea, over in Hawaii. The guides had let them walk nearer to the lava flows than 
Bruce ever thought they would, and one guy almost lost his shoe from taking a second to step on the stuff. 
That was how Bob was. Volatility that seemed harmless right up until it set you on fire. 


"Well, he's on that world tour now, he's pretty busy." 

"Yeah." The corner of Paul's mouth quirked up faintly as the waitress returned with their drinks. He was 
looking at her now-he kept looking at her past when she left their table-a wry expression on his face that 
Bruce couldn't quite figure out. It wasn't interest. She wasn't Paul's type; not blonde and not beautiful. Just a 
regular girl with an irregular patron. "I know." 

"| think he's got a month off in July," Bruce finally offered. 


"Cool. Let me know?" 


"Sure." 


Not a whole lot they could talk about that Bruce could see. Bob hadn't ghosted a track for KISS in five years 
or so, and with Bruce around, he wouldn't need to. Maybe Paul was just feeling sentimental, wanting to visit 
somebody that had been his friend. He didn't exactly have a surplus of those. 

Bruce sipped at his Coke, but Paul was already downing his drink like it was water after a marathon. Strange to 
watch. Bruce had never seen Paul take more than a single glass of wine at a party. New Year's saw him more 


sober than most nursing home residents. Another absence out of Gene shouldn't have been enough to change 


that. 


"You probably think l'm a prick," Paul said out of nowhere, waving his hand before Bruce could respond. "It's 


fine, everybody does." 
"| don't." 


"Jesus, Bruce, we're having dinner, not discussing your contract. You can say I'm a prick if you want to. It 


won't hurt my feelings.” 
"| think you're under a lot of pressure right now 

"Is that what Eric told you to say?" 

"No, l'm just-things seem like they're getting to you." 

"Then it's that obvious" Paul laughed. ‘It's so obvious you're calling me out on it" 
"Paul, Im not calling you out~" 


"You are. That's fine." The Long Island iced tea was already halfway gone. Bruce hadn't had more than three 
swallows of his soda. Paul shifted. "Hell, it's kind of refreshing. | didn't think you had it in you." 


‘I'm not trying to-" Bruce started, but Paul continued before he could even finish the thought. 


"| like it, all right, Bruce? Nobody but Gene'll even try to tell me off anymore. And he doesn't care enough to 
bother." Paul only paused to take a long gulp of his drink. "Tell me what | should do. Tell me how to calm down" 


Bruce hesitated. His palm felt like wood against the side of his glass of Coke. He'd seen this before out of Paul. 
Not particularly often, and almost never toward him. That weird, calculated lashing out. It made him feel like a 
frog in the hands of a biology major. The amount of evisceration didn't matter; he'd be dead no matter what. 


"| don't know. Look, man, your business is your business.’ 


Surprisingly, Paul went silent at that. His brow was furrowed, but he didn't look angry or put-out. He didn't look 


much of anything. The waitress came by with their sushi rolls, but Bruce only took the chopsticks in his hand 
and broke them apart, waiting for Paul to answer, or change the subject, watching him drain the last of his 


drink and order another without much of a pause. 


"My business is your business, there's the problem. Yours and Eric's and Gene's and-and Peter's, isn't that a 
laugh? His share of KISS hasn't expired yet. God. I've been paying his rent for seven fucking years. Serve him 
right if the new album didn't sell one copy" 


That was news to Bruce. He tried not to react visibly. 

"You don't mean that." 

"You sure | don't? A quarter of zero's still zero." 

"You want the album to do well. So do |. So does everybody involved" 


‘Is not gonna do well. Y'know what me and Gene did? We fucked ourselves over. We threw out everybody that 
we thought was trying to-to steer the ship out from under us. We stacked the deck so full of yes-men that 
we couldn't see past our own asses." Paul exhaled. "You. . . you're never gonna tell me my lyrics are shit. 
You're never gonna tell me I'm making a goddamn fool of myself out there onstage. | wish you would. | wish for 


one minute somebody would tell me exactly-" 


"Do you really want someone to hurt you that bad?" Bruce said it softly. His throat felt like wet cardboard. 
Paul's gaze-vaguely on his face, nowhere near his eyes, ever- dropped straight down to his drink, his fingers 


twitching before grasping his empty glass again, as if to steady himself. 


‘I'd beg them for it. If itd get KISS back on top again, l-l'd let anyone do whatever they wanted" Paul finally 
seemed to notice his plate of sushi. He picked one of the rolls up, slipping it into his mouth. He didn't speak 
again until he'd finished swallowing. "Course, that's not how the music industry works. There's no-casting couch 
for a bunch of has-beens. No magic bullet. You can push and promote however you wanna, but if they don't 


play it, it doesn't fucking matter.” 


Bruce didn't know how to answer that. The silence spread like the cigarette smoke from a few tables over. He 
took in the scent, thinking of barrooms and ballrooms, thinking of KKB's sad little shows when he was a 
teenager. The way the three of him would go out there for a handful of people, certain itd work out, because 
it was working out for his older brother's buddies. Because they were on tour, only Bruce didn't know back 
then that tour was full of pubic lice and moldy boots, only Bruce didn't know back then that tour nearly ended 


only a couple months in. He'd only scratched the surface. He hadn't understood. 


Paul's second drink was set on the table, the drained glass disappearing like a magician's feeblest trick. The 
waitress shot both of them a questioning look, one Paul ignored, taking his first swallow. Three shots worth of 
alcohol in a single glass of that shit. Three shots on an almost empty stomach. Bruce didn't want to look at 
Paul right now. Instead, he looked over at the girl, wanting, strangely, to speak to her, to ask her what her 


expression was for, what she knew that he didn't. It seemed-it seemed, strangely, like he ought to know, like 


everyone else knew-but she was back to the other patrons once she'd refilled Bruce's glass. 


‘It isn't even just about being on top anymore. It isn't about the-the ego trip the way it used to be. | don't 


give a damn these days if anybody recognizes me on the street or not" 


Bruce doubted that. He doubted that intensely. He'd seen Paul peering out the tour bus windows after they 
were in the hotel parking lots too many times. He knew he was always hoping for the old throng of autograph 
seekers and groupies. Gene, too. Even Eric, in scattered, abashed moments, would talk about the Australian and 
European tours back in ‘BO, the utter insanity of it ("so many girls | could've made it with, but | didn't know 
any better-| thought they couldn't want me, man, they had to be wanting somebody else"). Paul could still pick 
any girl he wanted out of the crowd, have a roadie bring her backstage. He still did it most nights. But the 


adulation had disappeared before Bruce ever arrived at the scene. 


"If | could get a hit. . . if KISS could fill a couple stadiums, just a couple. . . then it'd be all right. I'd feel okay. 


God, who knows, maybe Gene would even show up to record again, you think?" 
"He'll be back anyway, Paul.” 


"He won't. He thinks we're finished” He was working on that second glass, almost as enthusiastically as the 
first. "Ace was mailing in his guitar parts just before he quit. But at least they were his. Gene's throwing me 
songs he bought off the nearest wannabe writer on the street. And | sucked it up like an idiot at first because 
| thought he was gonna come back anytime, say he was sorry, get back to how it was. Instead he lets me 
handle everything, album after album. He gets credit for the successes like he even showed up. And he blows 
off the failures ‘cause he's got plenty of other bands he's managing. Never mind his own" An exhale. "He 


doesn't give a damn anymore." 
"| think he does." 


Paul's expression changed at that. The cynical cast to his features, the tight way he was holding his jaw, all 
that shifted, flickered, and for a bare, odd second Bruce could almost see the twenty-year-old Bob had 
brought over to their parents‘ apartment and introduced as Gene's friend. Then Paul shook his head and the 


moment disappeared. 


"You don't need to prop me up like that. Its okay. | can't give him what he wants, | need to cut my losses and 


quit trying.” 
"Paul, listen, you're not looking at this right. Gene's not-" 
"You don't know how Gene is. | could be as understanding as Mother Theresa and he'd still be blowing me off" 


Paul paused, drink midway to his lips. "tm sorry. Am | ever gonna let you talk, Bruce? | can't afford two 


therapy bills." 


Bruce shrugged. 
"| don't mind." 


"You've got a lot to say and | don't ever let you say it. Not on MTV or the interviews. . . God, | act like we 


don't all sleep in the same crappy hotels." 

"| don't really like interviews, it's fine." 

"Bruce, I'm trying to apologize." 

Bruce's free hand went to the back of his neck, rubbing awkwardly, before resting back on the table. 

"I know what you hired me to do. l'm not expecting anything else." 

"Maybe you deserve it" Paul's hand was on the table, fingers curled inches from Bruce's own "I like writing 


songs with you. | never... | didn't write any with Ace, and Vinnie, well..." He shrugged. "It feels good. It feels 


real good." 


"| like it, too. Its fun" 


"It makes me think it's ‘76. Like I'll turn around and find Bob Ezrin snorting a mountain of coke in the office. 
And-and Ace and Peter, too, looking like they used to. | can fucking see Ace's card deck. And Gene'd be right 


there, leaning up against the music stand-| can fool myself pretty good, when | want." 


"Look," Bruce said, rubbing his chopsticks together with his finger and thumb, the sound soft, dry, "look, | 
honestly think things might be turning around." 


"They won't turn eleven years around. | can't fool myself that much." Paul's expression darkened back up, and 
he reached for his drink again. More than half of it was gone now. The side of his boot brushed against 

Bruce's ankle for a brief moment before pulling back. "My accountant told me to stop sending my parents so 
much money. Like | was a kid spending all his allowance. I've cut so many expenses l'm down to a fucking one- 


bedroom apartment." 


Bruce's gaze dropped to the untouched California roll on his plate, and the chopsticks in his hand. Paul laughed 


again. 
"Go for it. It's fine." 
| wasn't really that hungry.” 


"Your check's gonna clear with or without the sushi. Trust me." 


"Poul-" 


"In fact. .." Paul trailed, pulling his own plate forward, "that's not how you eat sushi, anyway. When we went to 
Japan in ‘TT... we went out to this real authentic restaurant, supposedly. The sushi chef came out there and 
our guide, she'd translate everything he said... he said you don't eat it with chopsticks, you eat it with your 
hands. ‘Cause it was fast food, before Americans turned it into something it wasn't" Paul paused, picking up 
the second roll on his plate. "This used to be their version of a fucking hamburger, can you believe that?" 


"That's interesting," Bruce said, and he meant it, but Paul's expression got a little deflated 


Its not interesting, its awful. Like the hula girls in Hawaii. Every-everything turned into a commodity. You 


gonna eat that roll, Bruce?" 
"Yeah, I'll-" 


"One bite." Paul popped his own into his mouth to demonstrate. A few seconds of chewing, a swallow, and then 
he continued. "Course, you didn't get the real stuff, so maybe it doesn't matter, but. . " He waved the waitress 


back over, absently. 
"Get him a rainbow roll, would you? Thanks." 
"Paul, c'mon-" 


If you don't eat it, | will" Paul said. His eyes looked a little sharper now, a little more intent. Bruce set down his 
chopsticks, picked up one of the small California rolls on his plate. The rice was sticky and cold against his 
fingers. He stuck it in his mouth, not bothering with the smear of soy sauce on the dish. The taste of surimi 
and cream cheese burst onto his tongue, neither excellent nor terrible, just there, competently mediocre. He 
reached for the next one, almost mechanically, but Paul's hand was there already, closing over the roll before 


he could. 


"Not real crab, | know," he said, quietly, "but maybe it'll taste better this way." And then Paul had the roll in 


his palm, extended towards his face like an offering. 
"Paul-" 
"Go on, Bruce." 


Bruce reached for the roll. He meant to pick it up out of Paul's hand, but something stopped him. Not Paul, not 
exactly. Paul didn't curl up his hand or push it out further or say another word. Maybe it was pity, that 
bastard child of all emotions, that made Bruce just tip the sushi a little closer with his fingers as he ate it 
from Paul's palm. One bite. His tongue didn't get anywhere near Paul's skin. But Paul seemed to relax at that. He 
was starting to smile again, mouth wavering like wind-tossed stalks of wheat in a field. The pads of his fingers 
brushed up against Bruce's almost delicately, before he withdrew his hand. 


"How was it?" 
"Good. It was good" 


"Good" Paul took another piece of his own sushi, dipping it lightly into the soy sauce. "Want to try some of 


mine?" 
"l-no, that's fine." 


"You don't have to worry. Nobody here is gonna bother us." Paul started in again, conversationally. "Are you 


shy, Bruce?" 

"No. I'll just finish what I've got" Two pieces left. The waitress hadn't returned with the rainbow roll yet. Bruce 
hesitated; for an insane moment he felt like he should add a thank you, but he cut himself off with another 
swallow of sushi. Across from him, Paul just shrugged and popped his own piece in his mouth, following it up 
by downing a little more of his drink. 

"You are shy. That's all right. | am, too." 

"Paul-" 

"Its cool" Paul reached his hand across the table, resting it on top of Bruce's, running his fingers up and down 
his wrist. His face was faintly flushed. "| mean, to be honest, it sucks, being shy in a rock band, but-it's cool, | 
get it, if you'd rather in private" 

Bruce drew his hand back belatedly. Slowly, not wanting to startle Paul, whose expression barely faltered at all. 
"| don't think so." 

"Bruce-" 


"You've had too much to make an offer like that." 


"I'd make it sober," Paul said. Deprived of Bruce's hand, he shifted forward. A second and Bruce felt the side of 


Paul's boot against his ankle again. "You're a good guy, | always liked you." 
"Paul, no." 


"| did. | always did. You. . . you're reliable, you listen, you're easy on the eyes-Bruce, it's not-if you're worried 


about your job, don't be, this doesn't need to-be anything, it's just-" 


"No. 


“Bruce, please." 


"No" The wet cardboard feeling in his throat was back again. He could feel Paul's eyes on him, not sharp 
anymore but suddenly desperate instead, his mouth tight as a steel trap. He should've stopped him. Shouldn't 
have let him keep on and on. He'd never have gotten to this point then. He'd never peel back this much of 


himself, like the soft insides of a crab, weak and exposed. Bruce never should have let him do it 
He shifted his foot and stood up. 

‘Give me your keys. MI take you to the hotel’ 

sissies 


The waitress arrived with that second plate of sushi. This time she wasn't looking at them at all. Something 
caught deep in Bruce's throat then, something dark that he didn't want to place or name for sure. 


"Bruce, please" Now Paul was standing, leaning one hand heavily against the table. A step, hand sliding to the 
edge of the table, and he was in front of Bruce, his other hand clamping around his shirt. Bruce could smell 


the cologne in his hair, the alcohol on his breath. "It-if you'd just stay with me-" 
"Paul, let me have your keys." 


Paul pulled them out. Fumbled with his wallet. Bruce shook his head, taking the keys but nothing else, putting a 
couple bills from his pocket on the table before Paul could try to argue. He felt Paul press in against him, push 
his mouth sloppily against his neck, but that was all. No other come-ons or protests. Nothing. He shifted easily 
after, let Bruce walk him to the car, to the hotel, to his room, even Bruce didn't give the keys back until after 
that hotel door was unlocked and Paul was inside. He was tempted to hold onto them, even then-but Paul's 
expression was faltering so badly that he didn't want to strip any last piece of pride from him. He'd had sense 


enough to let Bruce drive. Surely he'd have sense enough to stay in his room. 


Paul's fingers closed around the keys for only a few seconds. Bruce watched as he dropped them on the 


dresser and stumbled to the bed, peeling off his boots, head bent and turned away from him. 
"Go on Would you go on, Bruce? | got it from here" 

Bruce hesitated at the door. 

ae 


Every reassurance he could make sounded hollow even in his brain. Even the ones from that afternoon. He 


couldn't ease a burden he didn't have the means to lift. 


He turned the knob and left without a word. 


He didn't see Paul again until their next recording session. He'd left an apology on Bruce's hotel answering 
machine, and a written one under his door, his cursive cramped and uneven, but he didn't say a word. Bruce 


didn't expect him to. 


Gene was there at the studio, surprisingly, indifferent, with a copy of Variety open on his lap and a Pepsi in 
hand instead of his bass most of the session Paul looked more sunken in than ever, vying for his attention, 
fooling around and playing riffs nearly twenty years old ("that's how it goes, Gene, right, do you remember- 
My Uncle is a Raft; thats the first song you ever-") instead of laying down tracks. 


Its crap, Bruce. They dont know it. They're never gonna figure it out. That was what Eric had said, and maybe it 
was true, but maybe it wasn't. And maybe he could do something, now that he'd seen past the last desperate 
bits of glamor Paul had left to offer. 

Paul left before he did Bruce watched him crank his car from where he stood outside the recording studio, 
the taillights glinting to life, and then the faint sound of the radio before he sped away. Mick Jagger blaring out 
"Just Another Night." 

Eric ducked out soon after, his ‘19 Porsche like an artifact backing out of the parking lot. Gene's chauffeur was 
already waiting, engine idling. Gene had the magazine under his arm. Bruce reached over on impulse, briefly 
grasping his forearm. 

"Hey, Gene." 

"Bruce?" Gene looked up at him. "You need anything?" 

"Could you do something for me?" 


"You need a lift? You don't have to ask-" 


"| don't need a lift." His taxi had pulled up. He could picture the meter running, numbers spinning up like years, 


the inverse of the Billboard charts. "It's not really for me, anyway. It's for Paul.” 
"What about him?" 
"Be kinder to him. That's all." 


Bruce expected Gene to protest. Give out the old lines he trotted out every interview, we're like brothers and 


its lke a marriage, tired and overplayed even five years ago. Instead, Gene hesitated. 


"Bruce, you don't understand” 


"No, but I've got a good idea" The cab driver was looking at him, staring impatiently. Just a five-mile ride back 
to the hotel, a five-mile ride that'd take forty-five minutes, easy, this time of day. "You keep on hurting 
somebody and they're never going to forget it. Whether this album's a hit or not. Whether KISS ends up back 


in stadiums or back in ballrooms. That's it. That's all, Gene." 


He didn't wait on an answer, just walked over to the cab. Gene clapped his shoulder on the way, and for a 
second, Bruce almost thought he'd say something, or follow him to the cab, something. But he just saw the 
brief shift of Gene's expression the second before he shut the passenger door, the faint tightening of Gene's 
mouth as he walked past the cab and to his own car, dropping the magazine to the pavement as he stepped 
inside. Bruce watched the car's back wheels run it over, and then the cab's, the pages fluttering on the 


pavement, nothing but vapid gloss against concrete. 


